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This preliminary report presents the results of the 
reconnaissance phase of "The Triple-Decker Study", a joint 
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staff assisted with both the research and editing. 

The final analytical phase of The Triple-Decker Study 
is underway. Five neighborhoods where triple-deckers 
dominate the housing stock are being examined. The neigh- 
borhoods include those with both appreciating and declining 
housing markets, areas going through racial change, and 
areas which are both predominantly white and predominantly 
black. For each target area, the study has four major 
analytical components: 1) census data and mortgage-sales 


records; 2) physical surveys; 3) interviews with triple- 


decker tenants and owners, both resident-owners and absentee- 
owners; and 4) interviews with other participants in the 
housing process including bankers, realtors, and housing re- 
HavrtLcation specialists: 

Analysis) Of Chis ancormation; it 7is hoped; wild) bring 
findings of whether triple-deckers are becoming obsolete 
physically, socially and/or economically; and if so, where 
and why. It is already apparent from the reconnaissance 
that the values and conditions of triple-deckers vary widely 
an different markets. We shall try to explain why that is 
so. We shall also indicate who now owns triple-deckers, the 
motivation for such ownership, and the principal market 
and non-market factors which influence their behavior. 
Variations in owners' operating costs will be Aarne nea 
and explanations for the differences will be analyzed. 

From the foregoing analysis will come recommendations 
for municipal policies and/or programs designed to encourage 
maintenance and demand for triple-decker housing so it re- 
mains a viable segment of Boston's housing stock. 

The final report of "Thre Triple-Decker Study" will 
be completed in September, 1974. 

Financial support for this study came. from the U. 8. 
Department of Housing Urban Development, through the Urban 
Observatory Program of the National League of Cities and 
from the Permanent Charity Fund, Inc. of Boston, which is 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The triple decker is a three unit frame building found 
commonly in Boston. There are approximately 16,000 triple decker 
structures in Boston, built primarily between 1885 and 1915. The 
units in these buildings represent about 21% of all housing units 
in the city. In some neighborhoods the incidence is as high as 
80% of all units. The triple decker has frequently been cited as 
a cause of neighborhood deterioration. It is true that several 
of Boston's most deteriorated neighborhoods have high concentra- 
tions of triple deckers. However, the triple decker is also found 
in neighborhoods which are well maintained and appear to be part 
of strong housing markets. 

The predominance of the triple decker in many of. Boston's 
neighborhoods makes understanding the strengths and weaknesses 
Geeeeiias Nousing type a critical factor in planning for the future 
fPemenunese neighborhoods and the city. In light of this, the Boston 
Urban Observatory and the Boston Redevelopment Authority have 
jointly undertaken this "Triple Decker Study," with funding from 
the U. S. Department of Housing and Urban Development through 
the National League of Cities and U. S. Conference of Mayors 
and from The Committee of Permanent Charities Fund, Inc. of 
Boston. This study has two phases, a reconnaissance effort 
carried out during January, 1974, and a major analysis, begun 


in February, 1974, which will be completed in September, 1974. 
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This report summarizes the reconnaissance effort identifying 
different types of Boston neighborhoods which contain signi- 
ficant concentrations of triple deckers and delineating the 
issues raised by the triple decker housing type. These issues 
will be investigated more thoroughly during the major phase 
of the study. While the reconnaissance included a survey of 
triple deckers everywhere in Boston, the investigatory study 
will examine triple deckers in a sample of the various neigh- 
borhoods where they are the dominant housing type. By looking 
at triple deckers in diverse market and neighborhood settings, 
we will analyze the problems and potentials of this housing 
type in relation to the problems and potentials of the neighbor- 
hoods, in order to suggest what public policies and programs, can 
help triple deckers survive as an important housing Be Stan sae 
Bee Ihe investigatory study2wall focus particularly on some 
Of the possible causes (and’ non-causes) of decline in the triple 
decker housing stock which this reconnaissance phase has revealed. 
Piet ple decker stock type or itsiquality of original 
construction do not appear in themselves to cause neighborhood 
decline. There are enough strongly rising triple-decker neigh- 
bor hoods to refute such a simple hypothesis. On the other hand 
the triple decker is particularly vulnerable to becoming 
absentee-owned in declining neighborhoods, to be undermaintained 
or even abandoned, thus warranting special study. This PRIN hs ye 


study phase begins with a survey of the physical parameters -- 
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age, location, density, variations, and condition -- and only 
briefly touches on socio-economic aspects. 

This reconnaissance report focusses on the physical aspects 
of the triple decker. The next section describes the historical 
development of the building type. The third section provides 
detailed physical descriptions, while the fourth section de- 
gseribes areas of the city in which triple deckers are located. 
ene preliminary findings and conclusions are stated in section 
five, beginning on page 76. Issues which so beyond the.scope of 
this phase of the overall study are presented as hypotheses which 
guide the research in the investigatory phase. 

Il. HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT 

The triple decker is a housing type which emerged in the’ 
late nineteenth century in response to two quite separate 
developments: (1.) reform legislation restricting the con- 
struction and increasing the production costs of slum tenements, 
and thereby encouraging builders to construct other types of 
inexpensive housing; (2.) extension of streetcar lines, allowing 
families of lower middle income to live outside the central city. 

A wave of anti-tenement campaigns resulted in Massachusetts 
legislation in 1874 establishing height limits, lot coverage 
controls and fire and sanitary requirements. This legislation 
applied to all buildings occupied by more than three families 
living independently or by more than two families living above 


the first floor. The new requirements increased building costs 
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Pale} Or ee ate Rather than risk overpricing the market by 
erecting the costly tenements required by the new law, builders 
turned to construction of buildings not covered by legislation -- 
the three family house became an inexpensive and legal alternative. 

During the same period, Boston's upper middle income families 
were increasingly taking advantage of the expansion of streetcar 
@ines and railroads to move into Dorchester and other "inner 
suburbs", causing widespread construction of one and two family 
houses. When crosstown service was extended into the northern 
part of Dorchester during the late 19th century, lower middle 
income families also began to move into this area. Samuel B. 
Warner states that because employment opportunities for these 
households were scattered around Boston, they needed access to 
many different parts of the city, whereas the higher income 
earners were largely employed in the central business district. 
The lower middle income workers also changed job location more 
frequently than the higher income workers and thus could not 
isolate themselves by residing on a linear transportation route. 
Thus the extension of crosstown streetcar lines was followed 
by an exodus of lower middle income families to what was, at 
that time, considered the suburbs, now northern Dorchester and 
Ocher areas of a similar distance from downtown. 

This group of residents required a less expensive dwelling 
than the one and two family houses which had been built earlier, 
rendering the triple decker extraordinarily popular. As Marion 


Booth and Ordway Tead observed in 1914: 
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The growth and success of this type of house throughout 
Dorchester and elsewhere is important to understand. 
The actual cost of construction becomes the first con- 
Sideration. It is easy to see that by eliminating the 
expensive pitched roof of the two family house, and 
Substituting a flat tar and gravel roof the first sub- 
Stantial reduction is made. One cellar, one water and 
gas main, one plumbing shaft for three families, divide 
the cost of these by three for each family. The number 
of tenants that can be accommodated is of course 
multiplied by three and this is what has made possible 
puch ao Larvee Ouvpouring Tromyoune, ciry proper. 


At first, as has been said, the three deckers were 
packed together and run up to the street in a manner 
and with a speed calculated to ruin all property values 
Pivedceanmagler Of fact values*do tall upon this advent: .. 
But experience has shown that tenants insist upon 
privacy from their next door neighbor and upon adequate 
yard areas front and back. Hence the new three decker 
is'a@ more rational structure although it will never 

be able to boast of either beauty or variety. The 
values which the tenant receives in this modern flat 
@ressoO 1ittie short of luxurious that it is no wonder 
that they are in demand. A flat which rents for from 
$20 to $25 a month includes a parlor, dining roon, 
kitchen with settubs, cook stove with water heater 
attached, two bedrooms, front and back piazza, hot 

air furnace, electricty and hard wood floors. 


To be sure not all triple deckers are thus equipped 
and less up to date ones rent from $16 to $20 
monthly. Admittedly the houses are cheaply con- 
structed of medium grade material with hurried work- 
manship. But they do offer and establish a standard 
of living which is well above what most of their 
occupants were accustomed to in the more crowded 
parts of the city.¢ 


The term "triple decker" encompasses buildings constructed 
under a wide range of conditions: from high quality to low 
Hualicy construction, by professional builders and individual 
homeowners, as single buildings or part of large developments. 


Buildings in each category were built throughout the entire 
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triple decker period, from 1870 to 1920. The quality of con- 
struction was chiefly influenced by the financial status of 
the original owner. Although the better constructed triple 
deckers designed for owner occupancy were built before 1890 
While cheaply constructed triple deckers designed for specu- 
lative purposes were built after 1900, there are so many 
exceptions to this generalization as to render it almost in- 
operative. 

Phovograpn 11 is an example of higher quality triple 
deckers located around Ronan Park. Photograph 12 illustrates 
"lower quality" buildings in East Boston which are themselves 
an exception to the above rule, having been constructed in 
the 1880's. Our observations lead us to suggest that although 
Poemiroiagl quality andsperiodsot® construction is related to 
the present condition of buildings, the level of maintainance 
which buildings have received over the years is much more im- 
portant. 

Triple deckers were built primarily under four sets of 
circumstances. The areas which were developed during each 
category of construction are indicated on Map 6. 

First, between 1880 and 1900 triple deckers were built in the 
"inner suburbs" of Boston, areas located just outside the 
center.city and served by crosstown streetcar lines, such as 


Roxbury and the northern parts of Dorchester. Because this 
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land was also in demand for industrial expansion and had 
already been considerably developed, it was relatively ex- 
pensive. Consequently, triple decker construction during 
this period was very dense. Triple deckers were put up 
between older buildings, the original "infill" concept. Such 
triple deckers are scattered throughout South Boston, East 
Boston, Roxbury and northern Dorchester. They were primarily 
built as rental housing for lower middle income families by 
builders who earlier had provided the same market with 
tenements. Like the older tenements, these triple deckers 
were often poorly constructed of low quality materials, and 
many have since been abandoned and demolished, leaving 
scattered vacant sites in these areas, as shown in Photograph 
13. Photograph 14 and Princeton Street in Map 4 both illustrate 


this construction pattern. 
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Harold St, Washington Park 


E. Boston 
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Second, during this same period, more substantial triple 
deckers Were) buULItatartnersoun intue . suburbs; ‘parmticularly 
in southern Dorchester and Jamaica Plain,where one and two 
family houses predominated. These triple deckers were usually 
built for one of three situations: (1) along main thorough- 
fares which were considered less desirable locations for one 


and two family houses (see Photograph 15); (2) in pockets among 


one and two family developments, usually constructed by local 
residents as income producing properties; or (3) on fragments of 
large development parcels which the developer had been unable to 
sell for the construction of one and two family SCRE. Photo- 
graph 16 illustrates a street which might have been developed 
ies either sitiation.c.or 3.. .(This;street is also.ineluded 
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These triple deckers were particularly desirable because 
the surrounding areas were often not entirely built up. The 
nearby farms and undeveloped land obscured future urbanization 
and encouraged the perceptions of homeowners, that their houses 
were | in the Paine Oo Many of these triple deckers, such 
as those in photograph 16, are still extremely attractive, 
partly because of the relatively low density of the 
areas where they are located. 

Third, during the period 1895 to 1905, as the streetcar 
lines continued their expansion, lower middle income families 
were able to move further south into areas which had previously 
been the preserve of high income families living in one and two 
family houses. The infill concept of earlier development was 
repeated. Triple deckers were constructed on remaining pockets 
Cie vacant lana, singrvidually or “on avsmallescate: Examples of 


this period of development are the streets between Pleasant 
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Street and Dorchester Avenue (see Photograph 17), for example, 


Taft Street on Map 2. The quality of material and level of 
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workmanship were high, equal to those of the surrounding structures, 
bueeevermeat the time, triple deckems were viewed as a blighting 
influence. Marion Booth and Ordway Tead in 1914 described the 
contemporary view: 


In the streets near Edward Everett Square the develop- 
ment was largely in one and two family houses of a 
modest suburban type with front lawns, yards with a 

small garden and fruit trees. Through Howell, Washburn, 
and Rawson Streets and along Boston Street, however, the 
buildings have been erected more recently and are of 

the three family type. Some of the families that settled 
here have by this timemoved farther out, but most of 
them remain and constitute a fairly successful class 
whose children can start life on a normal hopeful basis. 


The houses here are largely separate wooden buildings 
with some inlet for light and air on all four sides. 
At their worst they have been built closely together 
with a minimum of yard space at the rear,but at their 
best they are set back 15 and 18 feet from the street 
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and are fifteen feet apart and have decent yards. 

Probably the majority of triple deckers, especially 

those built several years ago come somewhere be- 

tween these two limits.2 

Fourth, from 1905 to 1971, much more housing was built 
Outside the central city for lower middle income families as 
commuter lines were extended yet further. In general, much of 
this construction was larger in scale, lower in quality and more 
speculative than during previous periods. It was increasingly 
designed for the rental market, rather than for sale to indivi- 
dual owners. Most double triple deckers were put up during 
this period, as were the large tracts of triple deckers along 


Blue Hill Avenue, south of Franklin Field, for example, Hosmer 


Street in Photograph 18 and Map 5. 
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The basic uniformity of the triple decker design throughout 
all these periods despite wide variations in construction 
quality is largely the result of the development process 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The con- 
struction industry and mortgage market were, by modern standards, 
extremely fragmented. The concentration of capital in the 
Peapeuly prowing industrial sector and: railroads made it difficult 
to accumulate large amounts of capital in the residential building 
sector. Nor were the elaborate housing finance systems of today 
in existence. Housing development was carried out by a large 
number of small entrepreneurs, most with little professional 
training: and no architectural background. Because the residential 
builder was an amateur, he was a willing follower of popular housing 
Styles; he sought safety in the familiar and tested. Recently 
constructed houses were the most instructive and influential 
models - they represented what the consumer was willing to buy. 
While most residential builders displayed some individuality 
in choice of ornament and detail, their work was extremely 
repetitive in its basic design. (See, for example, Photographs 
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The process by which triple deckers were constructed and 
marketed is described in detail by Samuel B. Warner in Streetcar 
puourbs. It differs substantially from the vertical integration, 
Peom. land acquisition to ice sale, with which we are familiar 


today. 


The ordinary course of building proceeded by two major 
steps: first, the subdivision and preliminary land 
development, second, the purchase of lots and construc- 
tion of houses. At the outset a speculator purchased 
mbar ee Vacant DLOt. ~Such a parcel might vary ;trom 
Meter vOuLOrtLy aCree, Liat 15, eLrom.one CO sim blocks 
in size, depending upon previous street layouts and 
Buogtvasi0ns. The speculator paid for.this land 
Becner envcirely with cash, or partly with cash and 
partly with a mortgage. The advantage of full cash 
payment lay in subsequent opportunity for the 

Peewee tOor LO Limit His; liability by the use of a 
legal fiction. Often, immediately after purchase, 

mie speculator sold his land to a straw. By this 
procedure, he would be protected against personal 

Peo LILLY . 


Whether or not the device of the straw was used, the 
main task of the speculator was tocut up the land 
mivo nouse Lots, begin construetion of streets and 
find purchasers for the land. Only rarely did the 
speculators of this era follow the modern practice 
of purchasing land, setting out streets and building 
houses in order to sell a finished land-house unit 
CoechesuLvimMate: customer. Such a process required 
the tying up of more capital than most could command. 
The speculator usually mortgaged his land in order to 
finance the construction of streets. The City of 
Boston required a rough graded street before it would 
undertake to supply its water and sewer services, set 
curbs, and formally accept the street for permanent 
municipal maintenance. 


After beginning street construction the speculator 
sought three kinds of customers: builders who would 
purchase a few lots and put up houses on their own 
account, real estate dealers who would take several 
lots and would find builders and family purchasers 
for them, and individuals who wanted to speculate or 
purchase a suburban lot for their own home. 
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This pattern was changing by the early twentieth century. 
The ultimate purchaser of the triple decker was less likely 
to be an individual owner occupant. As Booth and Tead des- 
cribe in Zone of Emergence, by 1914 the triple decker was 
regarded as a business investment, even though some lower 
income families still found it their only means to homeowner- 
ship: 


The three decker has of course attracted both the 
builder and the small investor as a money making 
proposition. For the builder the advantages are in 
the large scale production inasmuch as the profit on 
Beouiele nouse 1s small, but’ if aman’ builds thirty 
triple deckers a year and gets only $300 out of each, 
he has no need to complain of business. About half 
of these houses the builders unload as soon as 
possible onto families who live in one apartment and 
rent the other two. If the house is kept full all 
the time and the owner does not expect to live on 
his rentals the investment is a reasonably good’ one. 
But that the houses are expensive for the average 
man without capital to try to pay off the mortgages 
on is undeniable. 


Yet be that as ‘it may, the number of bona fide fore- 

closures on three deckers is no more in proportion 

to their numbers than in other types of buildings - 

Mace. LL 1S actualtly Less’. 

The production of triple deckers dropped substantially 
after 1915, and by 1918 almost none were being built. This 
may have been the result of market saturation or increased 
costs; a triple decker which sold for about $6,400 in 1908, 
sold for $11,000 in 1918 and now sells for about $22,000, 
although this varies substantially depending on the market. 


Most likely the decrease in production was a result of both 


factors: the remaining demand for triple deckers came from 


lower middle income families who could not afford the increased 
costs. Households which could afford triple deckers were more 
interested in one and two family houses, and these dominated 
new construction in the 1920's and thereafter. <A Boston zoning 
ordinance passed in 1924 effectively prevented further con- 
Struction of triple BL earessy es This ordinance was in part the 
result of decades of strong pressure from the upper and 
middle income owners of one and two family houses who viewed the 
BeapLe decker as a physically and socially blighting “influence. 

It is interesting to note that some of the observations 
made today about triple decker neighborhoods in Dorchester were 
also made by Booth and Tead in 1914. The following comments 
provide a flavor of the contemporary concern for neighborhood 
Suaorlity: 

fveis Significant to note thagover 500 souls have 

moved from the Parish (St. Paul) in the past year 

Or’ two on account of the incoming of the Jews. The 

streets immediately about the church will no doubt 

be held for many years by faithful families, but 

large numbers will inevitably move on in the next 

few years. 

These gains in the character and quality of life 

must now be held fast. For example, the dwelling 

erected on the 20% of still vacant land must be of 

sufficiently desirable type to assure tenants of a 

worthy grade. The houses, many of them already in 

their second and third decade, must be kept in 

repair; for the three decker is notoriously short- 

lived if no outlay iS ever made for upkeep. 

Property owners and tenants should see that it is 

a matter of self protection to have houses well 10 

painted, yards and lawns green, and clean streets. 


Over the years the triple decker has been attacked by 


many people as a blighting influence. There has been a strong 
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Hocital bias in much of this criticism. Lloyd Rodwin summarizes 


these criticisms in Housing and Economic Progress: 


Three deckers were also costly to the individual and 
society. As a long-run investment they presumably 
were more expensive, (Othe owners, Li not the buiider. 
Higher insurance, maintenance and especially deprecia- 
tion charges were supposed to wipe out any apparent 
advantages from lower initial costs or tax payments. 
Their impact on surrounding property values was 
notorious and aroused the most fervid emotions of 
property owners and their organizations. Dorchester 
and Roxbury in particular have been cited as examples 
of the great fall in values associated with these 
flimsy wooden tenements. Moreover, few slum types, 
including even the cheaper varieties, flaunted their 
sheer ugliness more brazenly - if not initially - 
with the first signs of untidiness or neglect. 


All sorts of objections have been lodged, including 
complaints about deceptive salesmanship, undue 
emphasis on the glory of being a homeowner, the lack 


of detail about subsequent costs and charges, the 
absence of a real back yard, etc.1ll 


One complaint frequently levelled against the triple decker 
Poday is its inflexibility. The argument is that while the 
building may have admirably served its purpose in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as an avenue of upward 
mobility for immigrants on their way to more distant suburbs, 
its designers never took account of the needs of future users. 
Although this is probably a fair evaluation of the planning process fo 
overall land use and public facilities in areas of dense triple 
deckers, it is an unjustified criticism of the building itself, 
which can and has been creatively redesigned for modern use. 
Examples of redesigned triple deckers can be found occasionally 


in Dorchester and Jamaica Plain and in the strong Cambridge 


housing market. 
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In light of the above criticism, it seems useful to point 
MaemOw well the triple deckerrdid*serve the needs of the period 
for which it was built. This is well summarized by observers 
in 1914 and 1960: 


These neighborhoods impress one familiar with the down- 
town tenement communities as distinctly more habitable. 
The air is brighter, cleaner and more vibrant; sunshine 
falls in floods rather than in narrow shafts; there is 
not as much dust and smoke; streets are quieter; there 
is less congestion and more evident freedom of movement 
On the whole, the housing is very much better than that 
of the inner city. While there is a definite propor- 
tion of large tenements and poorly built houses, the 
majority of dwellings are three family tenements or 
cottages and practically all are detached with openings 
to the air in each room.12 


Aside from fire hazard and ugliness (which was true 
of practically all building of that period) the free 
standing triple decker was probably the most economical 
building form ever devised which provided some light 
mama On 1Our sides Tor -eacmiramily, a’ larece private 
balcony, and private access to the ground, not to 
mention the opportunity for small ownership and invest- 
ment and the economy of owner maintenance. I'd a lot 

‘ rather live in one, if properly maintained, than a new 
tenement in New York, or even a New York Housing 
Authority Project.13 


While it does not compare with a $60,000 house on a one 
ecre, Lot in a suburb. the triple decker today stillwegives the 
low income homeowner a chance to control his own living environ- 
ment. The rental income from the two additional units makes 


homeownership possible for many who could otherwise. not 


afford to own a home. However, triple deckers are now between 


ZUs 


gle 


55 and 85 years old and bear the liabilities as well as the 
benefits of ownership, particularly the hazards of high main- 
tenance costs. The issue of maintenance costs in triple deckers 
compared to those in other residential buildings should be 


carefully studied before embarking on any program to encourage 


greater low income ownership of these buildings. 


IIl. DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF TRIPLE DECKERS : 

The standard triple decker is a narrow, detached, frame 
Mugugoine set with its short side to the street. The entrance 
is usually on one side of the street facade, balanced by 
a bay window the height of the building. The entrance to the 
Semone is four or five steps up from, the street, consisting 
of either one door leading to an interior entrance hall or two 
Seceoweone leading to the,first. floor. unit and one.to.the stairs 
foeene ssecond and «third floors. Gther characteristic features 
of the triple decker are nearly identical floor plans of the 


three units, flat roofs (see Photograph 21 below) and open rear 


Fernboro St ..Roxbury 


service porches (see photon 
graph 22) 


The. front bow or bay is commonly balanced by a tier of 
columned porches rising two or three floors above the entrance 


(see Photographs 23 and 24). It has been suggested that the 
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name triple decker is a reference to the vertical arrangement 
of the porches which resembled to some the decks of a sailing 
Ship. 

The typical triple decker is three to four rooms deep and 
two rooms wide, organized along a central hall. Smaller buildings 
have a side hall and are only one room wide. Figuresl and 2 
ailustrate two typical triple decker floor plans. Most triple 
deckers were originally constructed with a furnace for each unit 
and individual bathroom facilities. Today many of the original 
plumbing, heating and electrical systems need replacement, repre- 
senting a substantial investment for potential triple decker owners, 

The several common variations in form and myriad of 
Sevrsetic details’ characteristic of triple deckers are described 
On the following pages. It does not seem possible to generalize 
about a triple decker's present condition and value simply from 
these variations of form and style. The variations appear to 
occur in all possible combinations and in a variety of current 
market conditions. Nonetheless, they represent one set of 
factors necessary for understanding the dynamics of triple deckers 
and, as such, juatity the following description. 

Three variations of the standard triple decker form are 
common. The double triple decker (6 units) is most often located 
on main arteries such as Columbia Road in Dorchester (see Photo- 


graph 25)or Farragut Road in South Boston (see Photograph 2Gj5 
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Floor plan of a typical 
Triple Decker 


——| FIGURE 2 


Floor Plan of a Large 
Triple Vecker 
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Farragut Road, S. Boston 'a Road (at Dorchester Ave) 
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The area to the east of Blue Hill Avenue in Mattapan is an ex- 
ception, containing a high percentage of 
double triples on residential side streets. These buildings 


were constructed as rental housing about 1920 (see Photographs 


Pieeand 28). 
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The row triple decker is rarely seen outside the more dense 
areas of South and East Boston (see Photograph 29), except 


along commeréial streets such as Dorchester Avenue, Washington 


Street, Centre Street and Columbia Road (see Photograph 30). 
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It has been suggested that these buildings were originally 
inexpensive imitations of the brick row houses in Back Bay and 

in the South End. The row structure obviously eliminates the 

side windows and the concept of a separate porate which were 

so important to the popularity of the triple decker during the 
nineteenth century. Their high density and proximity to commercial 
arteries may explain the relatively poor condition of this type 


of triple decker. 


Pueumexedruse triple decker is found in two forms. The 


Patew was initially designed for mixed use, with a store on the 


ground floor and two residential units above (see Photograph 31). 


Dorchester Ave at Columbia Road 


These are frequently found along commercial streets and are 
constructed very densely, often in rows. In many cases, 

the ground floor store has been abandoned, resulting in de- 
terioration of the apartments on the second and third floors. 
Although the condition of these buildings varies from one area 
to another, it appears that within each area, mixed use triple 
deckers have been less well maintained than residential triple 
deckers. 

The second form of the mixed use triple decker is a 
residential building which has been converted to commercial use 
Dy the addition of a store at the front of the ground floor 
unit. This addition is usually architecturally incongruous 


(see Photographs 32 and 33). Such buildings are found on 
ee 


Wayland St, Rox-ND 
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commercial arteries and in residential areas, often providing 
space for neighborhood variety and corner stores. 

Stylistic variations in the triple deckers consist primarily 
of the following four features: the roof, front porch, rear 
fen. and front bay or bow. Each of these is discussed and 
illustrated below. 

There are two important variations to the standard flat 


roof. The first, the mansard variation (see Photograph 34), is 


Ba DOSGCOn 


observed in significant numbers only in East Boston. These structures, 


when observed from the side or back, are identical to the standard 


triple decker. However, from the front, the third floor resembles 


amansard roof. 


» 


313 


The second variation, the pitched roof triple decker (see 
Photograph 35), is found most frequently in Jamaica Plain and 
on Mission Hill, although it is also scattered through Roxbury 
and the northern part of Dorchester. The angle of the roof 
pitch varies from providing only air space and insulation above 


the third floor to providing sufficient space for rooms on a 


four floor. 


Other roof variations are purely decorative, including 
false facades on the street side of the roof and decorative 
moldings around the cornice (see Photograph 36). These decorations 
have frequently béen removed in recent years to:ease maintenance 


and painting. 
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The rear service porch is characteristic of the triple 


decker. Its size and placement vary depending on a building's 
design and the size of its lot. Three basic variations can be 
seen at 30 Howell Street (building Al on Map 3), 32 Howell Street 
(A2 on Map 3), and 22 Pleasant Street (A3 on Map 2). Photographs 
36, 37, and 38 also illustrate several variations. The mainte- 
nance level of the rear service porches can make a substantial 
difference in the overall appearance of a building. Poorly 
maintained porches quickly deteriorate and become structurally 
hazardous. Major aan are involved in either their rehabilita- 


tion or demolition. (Demolition is often possible because the 
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rear stairs of triple deckers are usually contained within 


buildings, separate from the rear porches). 
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The front bay is another important feature of triple deckers 
which has varied according to the taste and cost limits of their 
builders. The bay may be round (see photograph 39 and 22 Pleasant 
Street, building Bl on Map 2), hexagonal (see Photograph 40 and 
24 Pleasant Street, B2 on Map 2), or square (see 41 Hosmer Street, 
B3 on Map 5). A second bay is sometimes found on the side of 


the building (see Photograph 39). 


Re Pleasant Street, Dorchester 


In the standard triple decker, the bay is found on one 
side of the building's facade and is balanced by the entrance 
and front porches. However, wider buildings and double triples 
often have two bays flanking a central entrance, as illustrated 


in Photograph 41 and 41 Mayfield Street, building Cl on Map e. 


Orient Heights, E. Soston 
Hubbardston St, Savin Hill 
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The bay window allows additional light into the front room 
which, because of the linear arrangement of rooms, can then 
flow through the apartment. The characteristic density of the 
buildings, limiting light from the side windows, makes this 


source of light important. 
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The front porch of the triple decker may vary from an 
entrance step to three tiers of enclosed porches. Photographs 
42 and 43 illustrate two variations. The different types 
depended largely on cost limitations and the density of con- 
Struction. (28 Howell Street, building Dl on Map 3; 22 Taft 
Street, D2 on Map 2; 20 Taft Street, D3 on Map 2; 41 Mayfield 
Street, D4 on Map 2; and 37 Hosmer Street, D5 on Map 5, 
illustrate different porch styles.) In areas where the density 
is Betti vely low and buildings are set back some distance 
from the street, as in Map 2, many of.the buildings have spacious 
front porches. In areas of higher density, most buildings ex- 
tend to the sidewalk, leaving no room for a porch; in such cases 


Semeeance fronts directly on the street, as in Map 3, These 


porches haye sometimes been enclosed to provide adcitional living 
f Lona 


Wayland St, Rox-ND 


space as in Photograph 42. 
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In summary, it is important to note that none of these 
variations strays far from the basic triple decker design, and 
that it is very difficult to detect differences in period or | 
method of construction which sient ad wocraray affect the present 


condition of buildings or neighborhoods. 


IV. DESCRIPTION OF TRIPLE DECKERS IN BOSTON 
It is estimated that there are 48,000 triple decker units 
(16,000 structures) in Boston, approximately 21% of all housing 
mies and. 35% of all units in one. to four unit structures. The 
distribution of triple deckers in the city has been principally 
determined by the historical pattern and period of their 
development. Consequently some neighborhoods of Boston contain 
no triple deckers at all, while in others they are the pre- 
dominant housing type. In this chapter, different areas of the 
a 
city are classified Sera bed according to the proportion of 
triple deckers in their housing stock. The major types of areas 
are: 
Areas containing virtually no triple deckers 
Areas containing scattered triple deckers 
Areas with scattered concentrations of triple 
deckers 


Areas containing a high concentration of triple 
deckers 


J Cl 


For each area the range of physical condition of the triple 
decker is described, and possible causal social and economic 
factors are briefly discussed. Where appropriate, minicases, 
based on interviews with owners of triple deckers by Thomas 
Vitek during the summer of 1972, coincide with the area des- 
criptions, giving a closer look at the variety of experiences 
encountered by owners in various neighborhoods. Included in 
each minicase is a cash flow statement of the owner's building. 
A study of the triple decker housing stock in‘Everett, 
Massachusetts, was carried out by Alex Taft in March, 1974. 


Some of his findings are presented at the beginning of Chapter V 
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because they provide an interesting comparison, illustrating the 
potential market strength of triple deckers under a particular set 


of conditions’ and definitely influence the preliminary conclusions 


Or this study. -. ig 
A. Areas Containing Virtually No Triple Deckers 


miese include the Central Business District, Beacon -Hill, 
the Back Bay, North End, South End, Charlestown, and the oldest 
sections of South Boston and East Boston. These areas were 
primarily developed prior to 1870 when triple deckers first 
appeared, or they are areas eheee fire regulations prohibited 
the construction of frame buildings (or both). Residential 
buildings are principally brick or frame row houses, tenements, 
or modern apartment buildings. Charlestown, South Boston and 
East Boston contain a small percentage of three unit 
frame buildings, but most of these pre-date construction of the 
triple decker. These areas contain 147 of Boston's residential 
units. 
B. Areas Containing Scattered Triple Deckers 

Included in this area are Allston-Brighton, Hyde Park, West 
Roxbury, Roslindale, southern parts of Dorchester and parts of 
Mattapan away from Blue Hill Avenue (those labelled "B" on 
Figure - * + 4). Most construction here took place during 
the building booms following World Wars I and II. The dominant 
housing stock is one and two family frame houses, generally 
well maintained. The neighborhoods, which are among the most 
desirable in Boston, contain40 % of Boston's residential units. 

Triple deckers were built here primarily between 1905 and 


the first World War, under circumstances like those described on 
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Page20. They are found in two types of locations: (1) 
along main streets, such as Centre Street in Jamaica Plain, 
Washington Street in West Roxbury, Hyde Park Avenue in Hyde Park, 
and lower Blue Hill Avenue in Mattapanand (2) as triple decker 

elusters: in small residential pockets just off main streets, 
Surrounded by one and two family houses. Examples of this type 
can be seen on Waverly Street and Franklin Street in Allston, 
off Washington Street in West Roxbury, and oft Adams. Street in 
whe Ashmont section of Dorchester. 

ariple deckers on commercial arteries are generally more 
deteriorated physically than S8P86unding residential housing, 
usually reflecting the commercial decline of small local shopping 
feeds the Original construction of these buildings seems to 
have been moderate to cheap quality,and in many cases maintenance 
has been deferred. Less renovation is apparent than in other 
nearby triple deckers. The condition of triple deckers in "B" 
areas not located on commercial streets seems to be similar to the rest 
of the housing stock. In general, these buildings appear to 
have been well built and well maintained, with many renovations, 
mncruding fresh paint, new siding, additions and the like. 
These buildings support the hypothesis that when triple deckers 
are mixed with other housing types in strong neighborhoods, they 
do not have an adverse effect on the neighborhoods. 

In general, "B" neighborhoods are primarily of white residents, 


many long-time residents. They are among the best serviced in 
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the city, having relatively good schools, parks and other city 
services. Residents of these areas do not seem to feel 
threatened by racial and physical change. 

Real estate assessments here are relatively low compared 
to the rest of the city (about 25 percent of market value), 
although triple deckers do not appear to have the advantage of 
low annual taxes described later (p.77) in Everett. Triple 
decker rents are usually over $125/month, unless a tenant is 
related to the owners; heating costs are rarely included in 
the rent. It is estimated that triple deckers in "B" areas 
sell in the $25,000 to $40,000 range, although this varies sub- 
stantially depending on the particular neighborhood and a parti- 
Pears DULIding's conditon. 

Minicase one, which follows, introduces the owner and tenants 
of a triple decker on a residential street of a type "B" area. 
THis kind of area can be seen in Photographl7 on page26. (The 
"pneople" in each case are composites based on many interviews 
in each area; pseudonyms have been used to safeguard the identity 
of the actual residents. ) 

Minicase 1, Dorchester 

In 1969 Mr. and Mrs. Coughlin moved from South Boston to a 
a triple-decker they bought in the Ashmont section of Dorchester. 
The Coughlins had originally wanted to own in the suburbs, but 
decided on this convenient. area instead. The two Coughlin children 
now attend public schools of which the Coughlins approve. Mr. 
Coughlin works as a postman. The Coughlins' pleasant tree-lined 
street is developed with triple-deckers, most of which are in 
good shape. Triple-deckers in this area sell for about $24,000. 


When the Coughlin's purchased, mortgage money was so scarce that 
their real estate agent had to go to several banks before a loan 
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was granted. AS soon as they moved in, Mr. Coughlin had the 
Structure sided, and it is now quite attractive with flower beds. 
Mr. Coughlin does most maintenance and minor repairs himself, 
although he is presently searching for a contractor to repair 
his back porches. 


The Coughlins purchased their home from an elderly couple 
which is remaining in one of the apartments and renting for 
fiaoea month. The Coughlins' other tenant is the Martinelli 
family, which rents for $160 a month. Mr. Martinelli, the son 
of former owners, is a school teacher at Dorchester High while 
Mrs. Martinelli works as a nurse. The Martinellis and their 
two children will move to a home they just bought in Marshfield 
in a year when they get the place fixed up. Mr. Martinelli 
emphasized that they are not moving to escape the city but to be 
near the ocean which they love. He is reluctant to leave 
Dorchester for the suburbs where he feels there isn't much 
meminaty Spirit. Mr. Martinelli feels that the city is a cul- 
meetty rich place to raise children, and this part of Dorchester 
is ideal since it is relatively unthreatened by change from 
blacks or the University of Massachusetts. The community is 
aware of the racial pressures on Dorchester: Mr. Martinelli 
wishes that residents would be as aware of other community pro- 
lems such as education and maintenance (often ignored by the 
area's many absentee landlords). Mr. Martinelli feels the 
potential for organized pressure against absentee ownership is 
great in Ashmont. 


Mr. Coughlin also mentioned the absentee landlord problem. 
While this street is lovely, the next street appears seedy, 
Particularly one large, brick building that was recently built 
by one of Dorchester's notoriously bad landlords and was 
immediately boarded up by the city for being structurally unsound. 
Nonetheless, Mr. Coughlin feels that Ashmont will continue to be 
desirable as long as property owners like himself continue to 
maintain their homes. His family will remain happy as long as 
the area doesn't change drastically, even though they feel 
Dorchester suffers somewhat from the transiency of its residents, 
people who are not as rooted in the area as are the residents of 
Southie. 
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Case #1 Cash flow # -value of structure = $23,000 
Per building Per unit 

Rental income $3300 $1100 
Owner's imputed rent 1480 493 
Gross rent 4780 1593 
Less: Vacancies & uncollectables - - 
Effective rental income 4780 1593 
Less: Real estate taxes Tae y | 459 

Fire & liability insurance i BAD ho 
Total fixed expenses 1497 ci 4gg 
Net operating income 3283 1094 
Less: Heat = 3 

Maintenance 800 267 

Water & sewer charges 150 50 

Management - ~ 
Operating expenses —— 950 —— 317 
Income before debt service 2333 Teak 
(Debt seryice) (1800) (600) 


C. Areas Containing Scattered Concentrations of Triple Deckers 


These areas encompass parts of East Boston, South Boston, the 


Perker Hill sectionof Jamaica Plain and parts of Roxbury and 


northern Dorchester (labelled "C" on map). 


Here most triple 


deckers were built between 1870 and 1905 under the two sets of 


circumstances described on pages 22 and24 of this report. 


areas contain about 30% of the residential units in Boston. 


These 


East Boston: The triple decker areas of East Boston (see 


map) were developed during two periods: 


those along Princeton 


Street and above Eagle Square on the hill were built before 1900. 


They are dense and mixed with older frame buildings (see Photo- 


graph 14 on page 23). The mansard roof variation of the triple 


decker described earlier is very common in this area. 


Maintenance 


is relatively good, and signs of recent renovation are frequent. 
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The area is predominantly white, mostly families of Italian 
origin. The assessment/sales ratio for triple deckers in East 
Boston was computed by Vitek to be 20%, lower than in any other 
BG earea, except South Been. 

ine Ovuher section of East Boston with concentrations of 
triple deckers is Orient Heights. These buildings were built 
after 1900 and follow the standard triple decker design (rather 
than having mansard roofs). They are extremely well maintained, 
and recent renovation is frequently visible. This area is also 
occupied principally by white Italian families, perhaps more 
upwardly mobile than those described above. Triple deckers 
appear to have been better constructed originally and are much 
less densely built, even though fewer other building types are 
mixed among them than in the older area of East Boston. 

Minicases 2 and 3,which follow, describe two kinds of triple 
geécker owners who are common in East Boston. The first is a 
lifelong resident of fee area whose house has been in the family 
for two generations. The other is a suburbanite, who bought 
into East Boston in hopes of attracting downtown office workers 
Petenants. While the first owner feels a keen sense of 
attachment to the neighborhood, the second owner and, more signi- 
ficantly, his tenants, feel like outsiders in a tightly-knit 
community. | 
Minicase 2, East Boston 


Mr. and Mrs. Peppino and their three children have lived in 
East Boston near Jeffries Point all their lives. Two of the 
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Peppino children attend East Boston High, and the third is a 
student at University of Massachusetts. Mr. Peppino works for 
the MBTA while Mrs. Peppino is a clerk for a CVS store in town. 


The Peppinos are in the process of buying their home from 
Mr. Peppino's mother, who has owned the place for 35 years. The 
house is a small, attached triple-decker in fair condition. 
Mr. Peppino painted the house last year and tries to do most of 
the maintenance, but he and the tenants have an agreement that 
each takes care of his own flat. A house like this would today 
sell for about $15,000. 


The Peppinos rent one apartment to Mr. Peppino's mother for 
$60 a month and another to the Martin family for $90. Mr. Martin 
works for Logan Airport, and he moved here from Somerville 
Beleyears ago to be closer to his work. Mrs. Martin is crazy 
about her friendly neighbors and is especially close to Mr. 
Peppino. Mrs. Peppino,senior, sees airport expansion as a threat 
to this area, since many homes have already been demolished to 
make way for airport buildings and their former residents ended 
up moving to suburbs like Revere and Winthrop. In contrast, 

Mrs. Martin thinks that the airport is the best thing that ever hap- 
pened to Eastie, "what with all the beautiful buildings that 

have been constructed." Although she is contented with life in 
East Boston, she will not be too upset if she and her family 

are ever forced to rent elsewhere by redevelopment. 


Mrs. Peppino, junior, believes that in a neighborhood such 
as this, where families have deep roots, the residents will be 
able to block the airport from taking over the area. She and 
her husband have always wanted to buy a home in the suburbs but 
have never been able to afford one. 


Case #2 Cash flow # -value of structure = $15,000 a 
Per building Bersuni 
Rental income $1800 $600 
Owner's imputed rent 1080 360 
Brossyrent 2880 960 
Less: Vacancies & uncollectables = - 
Effective rental income 2880 © 960 
Less: Real estate taxes 590 197 
Fire & liability insurance 200 _67 
Total fixed expenses 190 264 
Net operating income 2090 696 
Less: Heat rt “i 
Maintenance 600 200 
Water & sewer charges 100 33 
Management tua T = 
Operating expenses 00 sia eA 
1390 463 


Income before debt service 


ra > mea wn 


- | 7. eee ven Seuss 


(y bar 9 °% spool Port! Boots: Aceh ALQt 
Le &, i? oR eegeas Th s¥tol 2g al) 


6 tO] ‘Vhs; eS PE oalrese .t." Shite ae 


po’ 

nye SSE Bele a? ‘Sqaat eer 

"Ol 8a wowed Ghw , t=.) fat e'onlqgets 
3 +) ‘ foie . eire” ,..-ete 2 al. 

otha I tivtameion, otc Gysckag -aaqaethy 

if 3 2" Ge Bie eff 30) . eonn pie ie 

sid "LoL peepee 

560,210 Jogen wt. ae 

i) 


bi 


ome. 620. dus lange” vn 
Sie os Teclsons DUS Cate 
Wi ook . Fo? onc! ea ” 
Pe a tee oO Ly | Ops | sae 
PaO aha fs ivi ‘tnd 


i SOLS “ / ‘ 1 219 «ET > 
See vi . core atte 


eee ron a ot a As 
jaws. 3! vo Of paves 


7° ba y ’ 1 mt tes aT : 
” 2 éa.% iv eo mal yt. 
ite | CA tt ek i i e834 .60 “(30 
4 ; 4 464A " ‘ 7 “¢ 4 oa 
i pai 2k ie, need 


rt aoe Ja, iw = ie ec 4 = 
divi, Lt us ' bye el ae 

a 2 
re | a a 79% a, = 
a% me evr "toute boas 
‘bo weae. 2 c od? oie ogee 


4 
—_ 
- 
4 


i 
ne 


Pasvte «: od SAPO) *¥: 


a TD ruc * a 
Courts ae aa Ue 7 
7 i inet LOJUGR 
aS «| i i. ‘v 
/ (1 = 7 , 7 a 


‘ ‘ 
- 1 watever 4 Stl 3 =i 
——e. “1,0 
JSe> =f amoges ha. 


bee ae | ‘a ark ia 
00% nnd 1a ; 
<< wey) ts 
oy ft 
_ —_ . 4 co 
Ge08 in oy, 


eh 


~as Beis 


47. 


Minicase 3 


Mr. Rossi, an architect from Revere, bought two adjacent 
gutted triple-decker shells in East Boston near Central Square 
several years ago. He converted them into two apartment buildings 
with a total of 14 luxury apartments. These buildings, similar 
to ones Mr. Rossi owns in Revere and Charlestown, are a great 
contrast to the drab attached frame homes in this neighborhood. 
Inside hallways feature stucco walls and plush carpeting. Each 
tenant has a two-year lease, and rents go from $225 to $300 per 
month, depending on what floor an apartment is on. 


Moe hoast wold Of trouble he had durins mehabbing., » While 
the buildings were being constructed, vandals from the area 
made off with four air conditioners. Once the rehab was done, 
meeGookK Mr. Rossi six months. to fully rent his buildings., Then 
the bathroom plumbing developed leaks. In spite of these prob- 
lems Mr. Rossi wishes he had invested in the building next door 
to the ones he owns in East Boston. 


Miceiay.ors,penvone, of Mr. Rossi. s, apartments. Mr. Taylor 
is a salesman for a large Boston company while Mrs. Taylor works 
as a secretary downtown. The Taylors used to rent in Rossi's 
Revere building, but when the plumbing there broke down, they 
moved to a basement apartment in the East Boston building. Then 
a month ago drainage problems caused floods in their bathroom, 
so the Taylors moved to an upstairs apartment without a raise 
dn rent. Mr. Taylor is now doing almost all the maintenance for 
the buildings himself, since Rossi seldom comes around. Mr. 
Taylor just subtracts his maintenance expenses from his rent. 


The Taylors are not satisfied with life in East Boston. 

They complained about dirty streets and crime, insisting that 
they felt very exposed and subject to muggings on the streets. 
Mr. Taylor sees their problems as those of outsiders in a close- 
merceecommunity that has no respect for outsiders. He and his 
wife agreed that this would be a fine place to live if they were 
@epeart Of the permanent italian community. As it. is the Taylors 
intend to break their lease soon and move to Florida where they 
will buy a home. 


South Boston: Like East Boston, South Boston has two dis- 
tinct types of triple decker areas: older, more dense, less well 
maintained buildings, mixed with other types of frane buildings in 
the West Neck area, and more recent, better built, less dense triple 7” 
deckers located further an on the South Boston Peninsula. The 
characteristics of the two areas correspond closely to those des- 


cribed previously for East Boston. Minicase 4 deals with a 


triple decker located in the West Neck area. 
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Minicase 4, South Boston 


Mr. Brinelli grew up in South Boston and has lived there 
all his life. This middle-aged liquor store owner bought his 
triple-decker in the West Neck area 24 years ago. The Brinellis 
Rave 3 children, one of whom is still in school. 


The Brinelli triple-decker is at least 80 years old and has 
4 rooms on each floor. Like many of the other houses in the 
neighborhood, Mr. Brinelli's needs a major overhaul of its ex- 
peri0or. Mr. Brinelli looked into roofing and reshingling 
several years ago but is reluctant to take out the necessary loan 
meee ape. He is also afraid that exterior repairs would cause 
his taxes to up up, and they are already excessive. Mr. Brinelli 
mentioned that several years ago the city offered residents low- 
@0stv loans for repairs, but he and his neighbors refused, being 
skeptical of anything connected with the city. Mr. Brinelli has 
concentrated his own repair work on interior remodeling. His 
neighbors also seem to avoid exterior repairs, although a few 
have recently sided their homes. 


Fire insurance is a major expense for the Brinellis as the 
underwriter comes to inspect every year and rates are constantly 
increasing. Indeed, there are vacant lots up and down the street 
where homes burned down several years ago. 


Mr. Brinelli said that a triple-decker in this area would 
sell for $8,000 to $15,000 depending on its condition. However, 
he is unsure that prices mean anything because for the past ten 
years nobody seemed to want to buy here. 


The Brinellis have two tenants, a young family (rent $110 
per month ) who has rented for seven years and expects to buy 
their own Southie home soon, and the Brancatto family, (rent 
$90 per month) who has rented from Brinelli for 17 years. Mr. 
Brancatto is a retired policeman living off a pension and income 
from part-time security work. The Brancatto children are grown 
and also live in Southie. Seventeen years ago Mr. Brancatto 
sold his own South Boston triple-decker when he realized he wasn't 
handy enough himself to maintain it. The Brancattos enjoy renting 
from the Brinellis and, like many old timers in Southie, would 
mever think of leaving. Mr. Brancatto's only criticism of, the 
neighborhood concerned crime, mostly break-ins, which he believes 
ere caused by kids using drugs. 


Mr. Brinelli also emphasized the drug problem, blaming it 
on kinds from outside the neighborhood. In the future Mr. 
Brinelli thinks the neighborhood may change because of the 
University of Massachusetts; he has heard of speculators buying 
in the area and some owners converting their triple-deckers into 
small apartments. But the Brinellis echo the prevalent South Boston 
attitude that they would never leave Southie. 
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Case #4 Cash flow # 


Rental income 
Owner's imputed rent 
Gross rent 
Less: Vacancies & uncollectables 
Effective rental income 
Less: Real estate taxes 
Fire & liability insurance 
Total fixed expenses 
Net operating income 
Less: Heat 
Maintenance 
Water & sewer charges 


Management 


Operating expenses 
Income before debt service 


Jamaica Plain: 


throughout Jamaica Plain. 


Mission Hill (see Photograph 48 below) and along Washington and 


-value 


GOL Sseructure — $12,000 


Per buiiding Per *unia 
$2400 $ 800 
1320 4hO 
3720 12 
3720 1240 
393 | 130: 
240 aah 
re 633 aT 
3087 T0209 
150 150 
135 45 
ee Sele rv pels: 
2502 834 


Triple deckers are scattered in pockets 


The largest concentrations are on 


Forest Hills Streets (see Photograph 49). 


49, 
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The triple deckers in this area, with the exception of Mission 
Hill, are mixed with one and two unit houses and consequently 
have fairly low densities. Maintenance is quite good, except on 
streets bordering the Bromley Heath public housing project. The 
area to the east of the proposed Southwest Expressway has de- 
clined in recent years due to uncertainty about future highway 
construction, difficulty in obtaining mortgages, and population 
Pico ne minority. population of this area is, increasing, 
particularly Spanish-speaking households. The neighborhoods to 
the west of the Southwest Corridor are still predominantly white. 
The assessment-sales ratio for Jamaica Plain is relatively 
high, 40% as computed by Vitek, higher than all other triple 
decker areas except Dorchester. Property values appear to be 
rising in the "better" areas of Jamaica Plain around Moss Hill 


and Jamaica Pond, while those to the east of the Southwest 


‘esen? 


od - 
ls Basi y 


g¢. Bs ( 
rh 
ae" 


= ‘ & a a 
4 | i ey a ‘ er 
7 7 - be . 


ed ; Vt oe tees 
Ll leer) way 


eee fr 


S1e 


Corridor seem to have stagnated. Mission Hill does not fall 
within either of these categories, due to its proximity to 
several hospital complexes and resulting speculative purchases. 


Minicase 5 describes a triple decker to the west of the Southwest 


Corridor; off Centre Street. 


Minicase 5, Jamaica Plain 


Mr. Schmidt lives with his wife and three young children 
On Jamaica Street in the southern-most part of Jamaica Plain. 
This 32-year-old construction worker moonlights, tending a 
Gece tight on Centre Street. The Schmidt family bought their 
three-family home five years ago when they moved from South 
meeeon SO that Mr. Schmidt could be closer to his work. Mr. 
Schmidt bought his 50-year-old triple-decker for $23,000 with 
an FHA-approved mortgage that he had no trouble getting. Since 
the purchase, he has spent several thousand dollars for fixup 
and is now in the process of painting the exterior and repairing 
Geesporch. Mr. Schmidt prefers to do his own repair work since 
outside help is expensive. Although he knows that low-cost 
loans are available for home repairs, Mr. Schmidt has not taken 
advantage of them. The house is in good condition, but has a 
yard of shrubs and trees that need a little trimming. 


The Schmidt family rents the other two floors of their home 
Peeanvoune family and to an elderly couple. The elderly couple 
has occupied their apartment since before Mr. Schmidt bought the 
home, while the young family moved in two years ago. Mr. Schmidt's 
only complaint about his current tenants concerns his family's 
Brack Of privacy. 


Mr. Schmidt is satisfied with his quiet working class neigh- 
borhood. The Schmidts' street is a hodgepodge of well-maintained 
one, two, and three-family homes. Although a few students 
recently moved in next door to the Schmidts, most of the neighbors 
have lived in the same homes for many years. Mr. Schmidt's com- 
plaints were mostly about the outrageous city taxes, although he 
Telit that local schools and city services were adequate. His 
oldest child is already in the neighborhood school. The Schmidts 
will probably stay for quite a while in Jamaica Plain, but when 
he gets some money together Mr. Schmidt will move to a single- 
family home in the suburbs with a yard for his children and away 
from the hassles of being a landlord. 


7 


; ~~ - 
7 ne 7 4) 
“  betemare 51 st oF hae 100: 
ea 
‘qetote- ahd 


r 


‘:qeod Teed 


oll is) a 


igi 
_— 


“se he 


a 


Case #5 Cash flow #5 -value of structure = $20,000 
- Per building Per unit 
Rental income | $2640 880 
Owner's imputed rent @ $110/unit ies ea9 440 
Gross rent 3960 1320 
Less: Vacancies & uncollectables x = 
Effective rental income 3960 © eal 
Less: Real estate taxes on $6,200 1220 HOT 
Mec eem liability insurance 15U aU. 
Total fixed expenses LS (0 457 
Net operating income 2590 863 
Less: Heat “4 . = 
Maintenance 300 100 
Water & sewer charges | 20 oO 
Management ord ~— 
Operating expenses 420 140 
Income before debt service eu te5 
(Debt service on $20,000) (2000) (667) 


Roxbury-North Dorchester: Most of the triple deckers in 
these areas were built prior to 1900. They are scattered among 
Peer NOUSiIng types, individually or in small clusters. With 
mpne exception of high quality triple deckers in the Roxbury 
Highlands area, most of these buildings had only poor to moderate 
quality construction, and many have suffered from poor maintenance 
Over the years. There is little evidence of recent renovation, 
despite the fact that this area has been covered by a number of 
federal-assisted community development programs. More evident 
Baan renovationvis substantial demolition of triple deckers,; as 
andicated in Photograph 50%: Photograph 51 shows a typical 
street of triple Aeeineee in North Dorchester. 

Triple deckers in pe i ee northernaparts»of Dorchester 


(particularly around Uphams Corner) are declining in value. These 


Cele Oy) 


~orMagnolta St, Rox-ND 30 53. 


Fernboro st. Roxbury 


neighborhoods adversely affected by a relatively low level of 


city services, and their residents often have difficulties ob- 
taining mortgages, fire insurance, and other vital inputs for 
secure ownership. The area has a predominantly minority population 
(with Spanish-speaking households clustered along Dudley Street) 
and a relatively low average income. The assessment/sales 

ratio is very high, due to declining values and lack of compensa- 
ting lower assessments in recent years. Although there are pockets 
of triple deckers in better condition than described above, all 
types of housing are generally more deteriorated than in the rest 
of Boston. Minicases 6 and 7 describe the experiences of large, 


absentee owners of triple deckers in Roxbury-North Dorchester. 
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The first case presents the point of view of tenants who believe 
their landlord is deliberately milking their building. The 
second case presents a different landlord's views on property 
management, particularly his view of problems created by city 


agencies and by the negative attitudes of banks toward the area. 


Minicase 6, Dorchester 


When Mr. Hernandez, his wife and six children moved from 
New Jersey to Boston two years ago, they moved into a triple- 
decker in Dorchester (owned by one of the largest landlords in 
Dorchester, Mr. X (for the sake of anonymity). Mr. Hernandez 
suffers from eczema and as a result is unemployed. 


Mr. X manages four triple-deckers on Hernandez's street, 
Seeeor tChem-in horrible condition. Front doors are missing, 
porch railings damaged, yards are littered, and all need paint. 
Inside the Hernandez's apartment wall plaster has holes, and 
floor boards are rotting. Mr. Hernandez complained about 
plumbing that doesn't work. He said that when complaints are 
Dassed along to Mr. X, he does send out repairmen, but they 
seldom do a decent job. If a tenant complains to the Board of 
Health, he is evicted. The Hernandez family pays $75 a month 
for their apartment (not including heat). Since they are dis- 
satisfied with their present living conditions and rent, the 
Hernandez family is trying to get into a housing project. 
Nevertheless, they want to stay in Dorchester because they like 
the area, especially its schools. The family hasn't noticed 
much crime nearby, but they have had their home broken into by 
kids who live upstairs. Mr. Hernandez also complained about 
some rough neighborhood kids. 


Several residents who live near the building where the 
Hernandez family lives commented on the four triple-deckers 
owned by their landlord. This man owns all the property on 
this tiny block. Now. only four buildings remain of the eight or 
nine original structures, after several deteriorated so badly 
that they had to be torn down. The blocks that border this one 
are filled with well-maintained owner-occupied triple-deckers. 
Mr. X's buildings are obvious eyesores in what otherwise would 
be a pleasant neighborhood. 


Surprisingly, not all neighbors blame Mr. X for the block's 
condition. One woman who had rented from his mother many years 
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ago swears that he is a decent landlord and blames the destruc- 
tion on rough tenants, especially teenagers and children whom 
parents weren't watching. One woman related that some tenant 
Peenagers had torn bricks out ‘of one building's foundation, and 
removed them again only an hour after the landlord had replaced 
them. Nonetheless, most neighborhood residents think that tenants 
are mostly "quiet, clean Puerto Ricans" who do their best to keep 
the neighborhood pleasant. 


Minicase #7, Dorchester 


Mr. Jenkins is an agent for another large landlord in 
Dorchester. He prefers not to be associated with Mr. X. Jenkins 
manages many properties in Dorchester, from luxury apartments to 
low rent buildings, including many triple-deckers. He thinks 
that Mr. X's mistake was not fixing up his property ten years ago 
Mereveracy decent tenants then. As a result, he now has deterior- 
ated buildings with problem tenants. Jenkins avoided this 
Situation by attracting "good" families with well-maintained 
structures. But he pointed to recent changes in the Boston housing 
market that are making the absentee landlord business unprofitable. 
Rent collections are getting tougher due to the new militancy of 
tenants. Stating that the city government had made rent collection 
"a three-ring circus", he believes many tenants are now under the 
impression that they can regularly be late with rent payments. 

With the spread of government-supplied information to tenants, 
many renters wait for legal notices before paying their rent. 


Rent control is another thorn in Jenkins' side. His company 
has refused to paint its buildings ever since the beginning of 
eemeecontprol, fearing that it woud@@not be able to raise rents 
Demeover cOsts. Jenkins is reluctant to put much work into any 
one building, even though the company has its own small staff 
of repairmen. 


He said that since the spring of 1972, local banks have 
refused to process FHA forms for home purchases in this part 
Or Dorchester. But without FHA insurance, almost no one can 
obtain a mortgage here. Jenkins himself is finding it harder 
to get financing. 


He is pessimistic about the future for absentee owners of 
triple-deckers. Growing rent collection problems, rising taxes 
and insurance rates, rent control, and lack of available 
financing may eventually force them out of business. Jenkins 
has already found a new job in Quincy. The only hope he has 
for the future of Boston's triple-deckers is that some sort of 
government program will convert them to condominiums for tenant 
ownership. Although he feels that condominiums will be shaky 
because of management and maintenance problems, the agent thinks 
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they are worth a try , especially since absentee owners have 
proven themselves ineffective in meeting the needs of tenants. 


Case #7 Cash flow # -value of structure = $15,000 
Per building Ber surd.t 

Rental income $3960 $1320 
Owner's imputed rent . = 1 
Gross rent 3960 1320 
Less: Vacancies & uncollectables 200 67 
Effective rental income BOULe NGelS Ts! 
Less: Real estate taxes 1200 400 

Fire & liability insurance lBeie en eu. fea 
Total fixed expenses 
Net operating income | 2410 803 
Less: Heat - 7 

Maintenance 600 200 

Water & sewer charges eho 90 

Management 2 S200. 1070 paces 357 
Operating expenses 
Income before debt service 1340 WN6 
(Debt service) (800) (267) 


6% 


D. Neighborhoods Containing a High Concentration of Triple Deckers 


These neighborhoods are found primarily in Dorchester and 


Mattapan (see areas labelled "D" on map). The condition of these 


triple decker neighborhoods varies from the worst to among the 
Bene in Boston. These variations should be studied in depth, 
Since an understanding of their causes may suggest what, if any, 
is the relationship between the triple decker and neighborhood 
deterioration. This section will not attempt such an analysis 
but will instead describe three neighborhoods with a wide range 
of condition. | 


The area around Arbutus Street in Mattapan is an example 
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of triple decker concentration at its worst (see Photograph 52 ) 


92 


Many of the structures here are double triple-deckers with six 


Biic 


units. The percentage of buildings which have been abandoned and/ 


er purned out is extraordinarily high. Even buildings which are 


still occupied are badly deteriorated. This area has declined 
rapidly in the last years and is still going downhill. The 

buildings here were constructed for rental housing between 1915 
and 1920. The original construction appears to have 
been of relatively low quality, and the maintenance over the 

years has not added to the value of the buildings. The area is 
very dense (or was until the demolitionof abandoned and gutted 


buildings began). The remaining residents of this area are 
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predominantly low income, black families. Many of the buildings 
are presently owned by banks as the result of foreclosure. 

The area northof Geneva Avenue and south of Ronan Park, 
particularly along Ridgewood Street and Homes Avenue, is an 
example of neighborhood in transition. The housing stock seems 
to have been well built and reasonably well maintained. However, 


upkeep appears to be declining, and an occasional house has 


been abandoned. There are few examples of the type of renova- 
tion which is becoming increasingly visible in southern parts 


of Dorchester (e.g., Ashmont) or in East Boston. It is an area 
of racial change, and the general impression of observers is 
that absentee ownership is rising. The assessment/sales ratio 
is high, rents are relatively high, and the future of the area 
is uncertain. Although mortgages are available, buyers are 
uneasy about purchasing here. 

The neighborhood on either side of Dorchester Avenue, 
between Columbia Road on the north and Savin Hill Avenue on 
the south, is an example of an area of concentrated triple 
deckers which are well maintained. The triple deckers, parti- 
cularly those between Dorchester Avenue and Pleasant Street, 
are of high quality original construction (see Photograph 53). 
Density is relatively low for a concentrated triple decker 
neighborhood, and many buildings appear to have been recently 
Painted. Although renovation is not visible at the scale of 
Allston-Brighton or Ashmont, both the eit diriew ad the lots 


are well-maintained. The rate of resident ownership is high. 
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The residents are predominantly white, have lived here for 
many ee ee and now are somewhat uneasy about the impact that 
the University of Massachusetts at Boston will have on their 
neighborhood. 

Although the assessment/sales ratio in this neighborhood 
is high compared to South Boston or East Boston, it is lower 


than areas of Roxbury, Dorchester and Mattapan where values 


are declining. Minicases 8 and 9 provide a good impression 


of triple deckers in this area and the views of their resident 


owners. 
Minicase #8, Dorchester. 


Mr. and Mrs. Barton are a retired couple living near 
Uphams Corner in Dorchester. Mr. Barton recently stopped 
working at a rubber company in Chelsea and now lives off of 
a small pension and social security. 
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The Bartons bought their triple-decker 22 years ago, and 
have paid off the mortgage. Although their house is as old as 
the others on the block (70 years), it is a showplace with 
rather new siding and magnificent flower gardens. Mr. Barton 
tries to do his own repairs, but he often has to hire someone, 
and that can be very expensive. 


The Bartons are now renting to two families; each pays 
$100 a month rent and takes care of its own utilities. Tenants 
usually stay until they have saved enough to purchase their own 
homes, but the Bartons did have one elderly tenant for 17 years 
unti2d he died. 


Mrs. Barton has always enjoyed living in Dorchester but 
said it was a shame that the neighborhood was changing. Although 
she likes most of her neighbors, some new families have recently 
moved on the street whom Mrs. Barton doesn't care for. Mr. 
Barton mentioned that both of them avoid the area bordering 
Uphams Corner where many blacks and Puerto Ricans now live. 
memnecne Bartons*are petrified of crime in» the area. They are 
unsure what changes University of Massachusetts will bring to 
their neighborhood but would prefer not to have students renting 
nearby. The Bartons would ideally like to move to a small 
single-family home, but they realize that they are too old to 
get a mortgage, and that they need their rents to meet tax and 


repair expenses. 


Case #8 Cashullow.#< —-value.of.stmucture = $22,000 


Per building RAT dG 


Rental income | $2400 $ 800 
Owner's imputed rent 120 400 
Gross rent 3600 1200 


Vacancies & uncollectables oe 


Effective rental income 3600 1200 


Real estate taxes 1397 466 
Fire & liability insurance 120 4OQ 


Total fixed expenses Tosh! 506 
Net operating income 2083 694 


Operating expenses 1150 3 
Income before debt service 


Heat - 
Maintenance 1000 333 
Water & sewer charges S50 50 


Manarement - - - ; 
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Minicase 9, Dorchester 


Mr. O'Brien, a middle-aged electrician who works in 
Brookline, owns a triple-decker on Auckland Street in Dor- 
Gheover. The O'Briens have four children, two of whom live 
at home and attend South Boston High School. 


The family has lived at its present address for over 
25 years and has paid off its mortgage. The attractive house 
was aluminum-sided ten years ago and doesn't show its age of 
Memvyears. The small, pleasant yard of trees, shrubs, and 
flowers is well-trimmed. Mr. O'Brien and his friends do 
almost all needed home repairs very cheaply themselves, but 
every few years some major project requires hiring a pro- 
fessional tradesman. Mr. O'Brien is confident that his home 
would bring $25,000 if it were sold today. 


Like many other landlords in Dorchester, the O'Briens 
rent the other two floors of their house to relatives, one 
floor to Mr. O'Brien's sister and one to his married son. 
Dance he rents to family, Mr. O'Brien is reluctant to raise 
the $80 and $90 rents he gets, even though some neighbors get 
as much as $125 for comparable unheated apartments. AS a re- 
sult he complains that he has no rental income left over after 
Paying tax and repair bills. 


Mr. O'Brien commented that his neighborhood had always 
been fine until about five years ago when several long-time 
neighbors moved and sold their homes to new residents who fail 
Memiaativain their property. Now Mp. O'Brien's home is circled 
by five deteriorating homes with dirty yards, while the remainder 
of his street is pleasant and well-kept. Many small children 
live nearby. 


Mr. O'Brien echoed the usual Bostonian's complaint about 
high taxes that eat away at rental income. Although he 
approves of Dorchester schools, Mr. O'Brien feels he gets little 
Stiereturn forshis,.taxes, especially since. he never sees. a 
police cruiser on his street. The new University of Massachusetts 
campus could bring some changes in the neighborhood, as several 
homeowners have hinted to Mr. O'Brien about selling or renting 
to students. Mr. O'Brien doesn't know what to expect but is 
afraid that drug traffic might increase with the opening of 
Behe school... The .O)} Brien: family .mightcsell, its home soon, as 
they have already looked into property in the suburbs. 
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Case #9 Cash flow # -value of structure = $20,000 
Per building , Per unit 

Rental income ie pare 
Owner's imputed rent tO N), 
Gross rent 3480 1160 
Less: Vacancies & uncollectables = ain 
Effective rental income ~ 3480 1160 
Less: Real estate taxes 1141 380 

Fire & liability insurance 150 mY. 
Total fixed expenses lel 430 
Net operating income . 2189 730 
Less: Heat “ - 

Maintenance {00 eas 

Water & sewer charges 180 60 

Management peace arise 
Operating expenses 880 293 
Income before debt service P09 437 


Minicase #10, Codman Square 


Mr. Booth owns several triple-deckers near Codman Square 
aa Dorchester. .He, his wife, his son, and his adopted daughter 
occupy two floors of one of his buildings. Booth, a long-haired 
. young man of about 30 years, used to be in insurance until he 
started buying real estate five years ago. 


Mr. Booth buys triple-deckers that have been abandoned 
because of mortgage and tax defaults. When he buys a building 
it is always a vandalized shell without windows or plumbing, 
and missing walls. Mr. Booth pays $15,000 to HUD for each shell 
and then invests $18,000 ($6,000/unit) in rehabbing the building, 
gnstalling all new equipment. Booth's source of capital is his 
own pocket, having never looked into mortgage loans. But 
Booth's biggest problem in rehabbing is that since this neigh- 
borhood has been predominantly black for seven years, both the 
City of Boston and HUD, with pressure from NAACP, are pushing 
for black ownership of buildings. Every time Booth wants to 
purechase<a shell he might. fight: HUD in court for six months 
to a year, spending much money on legal fees. Booth thinks that 
Bones result of Boston and HUD's. policies, bilacks«have’ an easy 
time obtaining FHA mortgages, while he could not get one. Be- 
cause of the legal problems and the hassles involved in co-or- 
dinating rehabilitation, Mr. Booth has no intention of expanding 
his holdings. 


Although Booth doesn't pay much attention to building 
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exteriors, most of his rehab goes into modern interiors. Each 
apartment features new wiring, plumbing, wallpaper, wood paneling, 
appliances, refinished hardwood floors, and rents for $220 a 
month unheated. After the contractor has finished the rehab, 

Mr. Booth does all the management and repair himself with his 
wife's help. 


Mr. Booth chose to live in the area because of its mix of 
residents, a stimulating mix he finds missing in the suburbs. 
He also chooses to rent to a mix of people, white, black, 
elderly, and a few students; Booth refuses to have any one of 
Bee DULldings 100% black. 


Not having much faith in the police, Booth is his own 
security force in protecting his home by literally throwing 
off his second floor porch kids whom he catches trying to break 
in. Since many blacks in the area are dissatisfied with 
Dorchester and want to move to Mattapan or Milton, Mr. Booth 
sees the future of the neighborhood in a state of flux. He 
thinks the vacancies will be filled by students from the 
University of Massachusetts who won't be able to find apart- 
meueeeclLOser to School. All in all, the Booths are satisfied 
With Dorchester, except for the public schools. Mr. Booth has 
memevea nos son from school and is looking for a tutor for him. 


In his own buildings, Booth has a zero vacancy rate and 
has had only one problem-tenant whom he evicted. Mr. Booth 
allows his tenants to fall behind in rent, some as much as $800, 
because he knows he will get the money eventually and he 
isn't desparate for it. At Christmas time, he'll give some 
Sr tis tenants a month or two of free rent. 


One of Mr. Booth's tenants is the Clarks, a black family 
fewierave chitjdren. Mr. Clark is a machine operator, Mrs. 
Clark works part-time in a store, and Mrs. Clarks's mother, who 
shares the apartment, is a registered nurse. The Clarks moved 
from the South a few years ago and are extremely happy with 
their apartment. Mrs. Clark often shows it off to her girl 
friends. Mrs. Clark's mother pointed to the modern kitchen, 
her favorite part of the flat. Unfortunately, the Clark's are 
not as satisfied with Dorchester as they are with their apart- 
ment. Mrs. Clark is very upset with the neighborhood schools 
and doesn't think police protection is adequate. Mrs. Clark 
believes that when black people move into a neighborhood, city 
services deteriorate. She blames neighborhood litter and blight 
on the neglect of city departments. The Clarks want to move 
out but have not been able to find an apartment as nice as 
theirs or a neighborhood more appealing than Dorchester. 
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Case #10 Cash flow # -value of structure = $22,000 


Rental income 
Owner's imputed rent 
Gress rent 
Hess. Vacancies & uncollectables 
Effective rental income 
Less: Real estate taxes 
Fire & liability insurance 
Total fixed expenses 
Net operating income 
Less: Heat 
Maintenance 
Water & sewer charges 


Management 
Operating expenses 


Income before debt service 


V. PRELIMINARY FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 


Per building 


—~]J 
iP Ke, 
PO 
Ss, 


rer unit 
$2640 
2640 
220 
2420 
367 
40 
4O7 
201% 
200 
50 
240 
330 
1683 


Is the triple decker obsolete and suffering from weak 


market demand? This appears clearly not universally true. In 


Peres or Boston, notably Brighton, there is strong market demand 


Poretriple deckers. To gain further insights into’ this basic 


question we decided to look outside Boston and selected the city 


of Everett which has much lower property taxes, 
little racial change, and a more suburban location. 


triple deckers are very much in demand, 


no renk control, 


In Everett 


Suggesting that factors 


Other than their physical form and quality of construction come 


into play before the market rejects them. 


These findings are 


presented here because they decidedly influence the hypothese 


and tentative conclusons guiding the next phase of the three 


decker study. 
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Comparative Description of Triple Deckers in Everett 


Everett is a city located in the inner suburbs of Boston. 
Approximately one-tenth of all dwellings in Everett are located 
in triple deckers. Although their basic design is identical 
to that in Boston, some of their financial and social character- 
istics are very different. These characteristics are described 
here in order to demonstrate that the triple decker is clearly 
mOv obsolete. Alex Taft examined Everett in March 1974 and 
made the following observations: 

Several characteristics of Everett strengthen the triple 
decker housing market. First, the city has a low tax rate, 
mMerenenelps hold the line on housing costs... In 1973, the tax 
rate was $107.60 per $1,000 of assess value, down by. $15 from 
Paver = inecontrast, Boston's tax rate in the same»year was 
almost double, $197 per $1,000. In both cities, assessments 
on three decker structures are usually based on the same per- 
centage of market value, 20-30 percent. In effect, the annual 
tax bill in Everett is half as large as a Boston owner's. 
Everett's tax rate is low because of the presence of much 
industry and because of the relatively low costs of municipal 
services due to the small and densely settled population; 
("there are not as many streets to plow or school buses to buy 
here," in the words of one resident). Additionally, Everett 


assessors have not revalued property in a long time. Triple 
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deckers reap additional benefits from the fact that they are 
usually assessed at only one-and-a-half times the rate of a 
Single family house. The relatively low true value tax rate 
has helped create a strong demand for housing in Everett. 

In addition, Everett has neither rent control nor any prob- 
lems with restricted bank lending. There is no evidence of any 
tenant landlord polarization or serious neglect in housing main- 
tenance throughout the City 

Mmerl ying all this 1s Little indication ol racial change 
in any part of Everett. It presently has a very minor black 
population. The Italian resident population has strong ethnic 
ties throughout the city. Many Italians run the retail and 
Service shops in the business district or are in the construction 
or home maintenance trades. Everett affords the amenities of 
Supurban living to a stable lower income group. 

BeaiwesbaLe acuivity is quite high. Prices of triple 
deckers have risen from around $22,500 five years ago to $40,000 
today. One real estate agent remarked, "I could easily get 
fifteen buyers for a three family in good shape with new siding 
that was priced at $50,000." Banks are very willing to make 
mortgages on triple deckers in Everett. They normally require 
a 20% downpayment and will lend money at 8-3/4% for 25 years. 
There is also a good rental demand for triple deckers. Rents 


range from $120/month to as high as $175/month unheated. 
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The triple decker in Everett has attracted a working class 


Awa 


with moderate income and enough savings to afford the downpayment 


and make major renovations. The rental market is an inducement 
for major improvements including new kitchens costing $10,000, 
new baths costing $3-5,000, and new aluminum siding costing 
$4-7,000. 

Taft's survey in Everett suggests that the triple decker 
market still thrives in that setting. The upward mobility 
process linked to triple deckers was described by a real estate 


broker in Everett: 


A large Italian family will move into Everett and work 
for a few years saving money as downpayment to buy a 
triple decker. At the end of that time they may have 
as much as $15,000 saved through frugal living and the 
efforts of all family members. They will buy a triple 
decker because of the spaciousness of the flats and 
the ability to house other family members on the top 
two floors. Through savings they will be able to 
afford major improvements. Much of the work may be 
done cheaply by family members or friends skilled in 
the construction trades. The owner can usually pay 
for principal, interest, taxes, and upkeep, and be 
able to live "rent free" in the triple decker. In 
Meany tisvances,, the family. wild buy wband in. the outer 
Suburbs, move to a newly built house after 4 or 5 
Pea oem iving rin, the triple decker wand noid the triple 
decker in its renovated condition as an investment or 
for occupancy by other family members. 


In summary, the city of Everett has an enviable position in the 
housing market. Its low tax rate and large-structure housing 
stock characterized by dwelling units of large size meets the 
demands of a middle income working class. The triple decker is 


one type of structure that has filled these needs. How well it 
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has done this is evidenced by the sound present condition of 


the triple deckers in Everett. 


PraplLe.svecker Market 


This reconnaissance phase of the three decker study led 


us to some conclusions regarding the triple decker market in 
Boston. Because we did not set out to confirm the conclusions 
during this stage, we present them as preliminary findings or 
hypotheses which the investigating phase will explore further. 
First, we. ofter; the hypothesis. that there is no structural 
mweason for the triple decker to deteriorate faster than other 


frame buildings of the same age. However, a three unit structure 
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is a real estate "hybrid" with psychological and market character- 
istics which may make it particularly vulnerable to unstable 
market conditions. It appears that owner occupants prefer one 
and two family houses to triple deckers because they are easier 
to maintain and manage. The former housing types also conform 
more closely to the conventional image of homeownership. Pro- 
fessional realtors and managers, on the other hand, might be 
disposed to prefer multi-unit buildings (larger than three units) 
because of greater ease in management and profitability. The 
foipe decker is not the first. choice of either group. 

According to the aboye hypothesis, in a stable housing market 
the relative disadvantages of the triple decker are outweighed 
by the advantages of a positive neighborhood environment and 
homeownership. Relatively low turnover rates cAEM RE era stable 
tenant population and little loss of rental income through vacancy. 
Rental income is sufficient to cover costs so that owners can afford 
to maintain buildings. But as the market becomes weaker, rental 
income may decrease relative to costs and then building and con- 
ditions may suffer. Lower income families may move into an area, 
particularly into. triple deckers. As the area becomes less 
desirable, resident owners of three-deckers move, with three 
possible results. ee ; they may continue to own and manage 
the building as absentee ere usually resulting in lowered 


maintainance levels. (2s), they may sell to lower income 
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families moving into the area who frequently have little previous 
experience in management and maintenance and less income to 
devote to these activities, (3), they may sell to slumlords 

or other large scale realtors who are interested in the units only 
for rental income. Each of these situations seems likely to 
result in lowered levels of maintenance, leading to deterioration 
of triple deckers Phiten surrounding neighborhood. 

Although single and two family houses may also decay in the 
face of these market forces, our hypothesis is that. their decline 
is slower due to the greater desirability of these housing types 
for resident owners; that is to say, new owners to replace those 
who move through normal turnover may be more numerous for one and 
two family homes than for triple deckers. Ones and twos may also 
be less prone to decay than threes because they contain a smaller 
number of rental units requiring fewer management and maintenance 
Skills on the part of resident owners. 

We offer a second hypothesis that the deterioration of 
particular buildings and neighborhoods may be strongly influenced 
by the lending practicies of banks and other financial institu- 
tions and that in the past these housing credit agencies may have 


discriminated against triple deckers and areas containing pre- 


dominantly triple deckers, reducing their commitments. of mortgages -. 


and home repair loans to them. When the banks lack of confidence 


leads to a cutback in the availability of credit, this action 
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helps to realize predictions of neighborhood decline. Bank 
practices may thus have had serious physical and psychological 
impact on the stability of many neighborhoods in Boston. We 
Suggest that these practices may have been based on incomplete 
understanding of the potential of the triple decker and its 
surrounding environment. 

Third, we hypothesize that thee criticism of physical in- 

flexibility which has frequently been levelled against the 
Bbraple decker may be as much a reflection of the critic's lack 


of imagination as to the design potential of the building. In fact, 


in a number of instances, individuals or non-profit groups have 
re-designed aie: MiGver Lor OL triple deckers to suit the changing 
needs of the occupants. The most common variation is the conver- 
Beer Oo. a DUllding to two units, including one large, two floor 
unit for the owner occupant and a smaller rental unit. This 
change can be particularly appealing to a large, lower income 
family. We suggest that this and other design possibilities 
should be further explored. 

Fourth, and in summary, we hypothesize that the overall 
strength of a neighborhood - in terms of resident stability, 
quality of schools, strength of religious andother institutions, 
availability of financing, absence of real estate speculation, 
quality of public facilities and services, and mix of housing 
stock —- is more critical to the deterioration of the housing 


stock, particularly the triple decker, than any unique feature 


; i pw vie 
i a 
\ t 4! 
f 
7 
j 
‘ 
! 
i 
5 
7 
® 
‘ 14¢3 
! s 
ae | 
'- td i | 
+ AF. eet” 
z a 
gy Geri 


Soo 


‘(epra tyes 


seq ten Tb. seoidsthag call éet of aia 


gy 
fe\nyp gseeties bad evad. eve? Yen ae aa 


> 


~“aAsr YH Y 14894 Sill 6° 2g 


1c oO eae 


e+ 5. 8 RAM rt ‘i seoaq peed? Jags. Jan 


Jog ait le gathnetge 
. 


U 


. foonaotivad qothnwol 
| a 
[ove ey brig a 


upsot ned dtoldw ge rien 


ore | 
: Fa 
Son tem “o yom tesigoh. Gee i 
“it o% é¢ BobJan teehee 
2 
a i ynapaent ‘Le <pegieaeee 
+ 
(tts 7 sos esas Sag banytt ida bg 


noe st e*itesyoaoe ag. 10 
adi ows ad anihliuee tam 
ary “Amis sertre wee 

tL &SGOGR Vesta. ie] 3G 889 
16..e4n> Sri ’ ANT ow 
.0et< ¢ two 6s 


sid Ow gene: Se has’ Siete 


3 
=a? al - hortsoddyroern £ 0 a 


. 1h [eld fac silet 76 asa 17a ,afoote wy ‘ 
js #9e7a0 "ant ssdeede seri oad met Toles f dati 
town ‘lo xT Be 46 ls Borst fiag? sntcia ce ¢ 
Ss wtiavod ed? to aelia:>teged ate t taota ties vu -_ 2 


: Yivieéscl *Jp. Ab Qne aac? 


mS 4 — ma 


% 


eae 


1% bad 
hance 


of the building. The number of triple deckers and their parti- 
cular construction are only two factors in the overall equation 
of neighborhood quality. 

moe basic lfindinevotathisavepors ds ,thatuthe eondition. of 
triple-deckers is inextricably related to the condition of the 
Beohndine neighborhood grew out of extensive windshield sur- 
veys of triple decker areas in Boston. Using these surveys 
as a frame of peeeence: we identified a number of smaller 
areas with different housing market characteristics which are 
being studied in more depth during the final investigatory 
phase. Six areas were selected to sample a wide range of 
market contexts, as outlined below: 

1. Columbia in Dorchester near the University of Mass- 
achusetts-Boston: Stable, all white, fairly well eae 
"classic" triple decker neighborhood. 

2. West of Ronan Park, Dorchester: Transitional non- 
white area, formerly very solid, that now shows signs of 
deterioration. This area was within the federally-assisted 
Code Enforcement Program (FACE). 

3.° East of Blue Hill Avenue, south of Franklin Field: 
Seriously deteriorated area of double triple deckers, some 
abandoned and burnt out. 7 

4. Between Blue Hill Avenue and Norfolk Street, South of 


Morton Street in South Dorchester: "Tip of the BBURG area", 
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where aspiring blacks were steered by the real estate industry 
between 1968 and 1971. 

5. Near Oak Square, Brighton, where triple decker prices 
have been rising sharply, and mortgage money is in ample supply. 
6. Near Fagle Square, East Boston. Dense neighborhood 
of early triple deckers that Italian residents are visibly 
‘maintaining and improving; and there is no evidence of bank 

red-lining. 

The focus of the next study phase is on tenant landlord 
PemeutOnships, “turnover, norms of maintenance, cash flow factors, 
and resident assessment of the future. Through this research 
we hope to broaden our understanding of the factors that de- 
termine neighborhood future and iaaiiemneecric pubic policy 
variables that can improve it. 

Reconnaissance Study Findings 

The reconnaissance study indicated that different physical 
and environmental characteristics of triple-deckers have some 
Serreiation with the overall soundness of ,an area.’ These are 
G@isecussed on the following pages. First, we present the character- 
istics, the presence of which seems to be closely associated ; 
with sound triple-decker areas; then we discuss the character- 
istics which appear to be correlated with decline. Whenever 


possible, physical characteristics are illustrated by photographs. 
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Positive Characteristics ; 4 

(1) In neighborhoods where triple deckers are mixed with 
one and two family houses, they are generally well maintained, in 
most cases as well maintained as the surrounding buildings. Good 
examples of this can be found in southern parts of Dorchester, 
East Boston (in the Orient Heights section) and, Allston-Brighton. 


Photograph 1 illustrates this condition. 
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It is unclear what percentage of units in an area must be aps 
and two family houses for this effect to be significant; however, 
there Bice seem to be neighborhoods where fairly well maintained 
one and two family houses have not prevented deterioration from 
taking place in nearby triple deckers or the area as a whole. 


Photograph 2 indicates an area in Roxbury which illustrates 
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this type of condition. 
Normandy St Rox-ND 


(2) Relatively low building density and large lots often 


Beem) vO be characteristic of well maintained triple decker neigh- 
borhoods. Good set-back from the street seems particularly 
important in providing a sense of space, room for trees, and a 
continuation of the sense of "Suburb" that was an important 

meeeore sn the initial popularity of the triple decker. Good 
examples of this are Pleasant Street in Dorchester and parts : 
of Jamaica Plain and Allston-Brighton (see Photographs 3 and 1). 
In some places, density is obviously related to the relative 
proportion of three deckers to one and two family houses. Where 
Ehe nousing stock is not predominantly triple decker, the density 


if often lower. 
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Pensiiy when referring to triple deckers, is a relative 
term. Small lots are characteristic of triple eo es CONSLEUGE.Lon 
and contributed to their originally low construction costs and low 
housing prices , Eventhelargest triple decker lots do not begin 
to approximate the flexible yard space of post World War II 
Suburbs, or even to provide sufficient space for off-street 
parking, resulting in severe congestion in many areas. Photo- 


graphs 3 and 4 illustrate differences in density. 


Fleasant St, Dorchester 
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Comparative examples of density and setback may be observed 
enuMaps 1, 2 and’3.* Robeson Street, Jamaica Plain, ANTMap LES 
Beypacal of triple deckers on large lots in areas of fomnaatigs ey 
Meum mixed housing stock. Although Taft Street in Map 2 consists 
entirely triple deckers, the lots are relatively large and the 
setbacks generous. Howell Street in MaP 3, on the other hand, 
has very dense triple deckers, with no setbacks. 

Lot widths and depths are critical to the density 
of triple deckers. The structures themselves can be as narrow 
_as 20 feet, and in East Boston they are regularly found on lots 
22 and 25 feet wide. In less dense sections of the city the 
buildings are typically 24 to 28 feet wices and the lots range 
from four to eight feet wider (28 to 36 feet). Situations where 
three deckers are sited on 40-ft wide lots (See Map ie Robeson 
Street, Jamaica Plain) reveal how much of a feeling of space is 


v 


gained by just a few more feet. 


Similarly,,.siting ranges fromgno.setback.from the street 
in East Boston, to 20 feet, which permits a small lawn in Jamaica 
Plain. Lot depths are typically 100 feet (although this can vary 
from 80 to 120 feet), but available lot depth does not seem to 
have influenced setback. The 2500 sq. ft. lots in East Boston 
appear very densely built up, while the 3600 sq. ft. lots typically 
found in Dorchester seem quite aip Leeman ane lobsrover 4500. sq. 
ft. even look generous. 


The double triple deckers north of Mattapan are typically 
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aa SO foot wide Ad tOMtootideeps lots. area, 5500) sq. aft.).. With 
a typical building width of 36 feet (18 feet for each dwelling), 
14 feet remains between these structures for access to garages 
at the rear.of the site. 


(3) Triple deckers facing parks or other open space, such 


as Ronan Park and Savin Hill Park in Dorchester, and Farragut 
Boulevard Park in South Boston, seem to be better maintained on 
the whole than other triple deckers. While open space makes any 
type of housing more appealing, one might hypothesize that it is 
particularly important to residents of triple deckers because of 
the at Gi ty and lack of yard space immediately around their 
own buildings. Triple deckers near parks retain the sense of 
spaciousness that characterized the triple decker of the 1880's, a 
feature that other buildings have lost in the last 60 years due to 
Surrounding development. Photograph 5 illustrates this type of 


Bacouation. 
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(4) Triple deckers that originally were of high quality 


construction and have been well maintained seem to have a positive 
effect on the appearance of a neighborhood. Maintenance is more 
critical than original building quality because the frame 
structure of three deckers is more vulnerable to decay than 
masonry if it is neglected. The quality of maintenance over the 
last sixty years can make the difference between a structurally 
sound building, needing only superficial repairs, and one which 
has become structurally unsound. The latter is not always 
immediately: recognized by the inexperienced buyer, particularly 
when dealing with a quick realtor. 

The present level of maintenance-is critical to the overall 
appearance of the neighborhood. Recent paint or new siding, 
aluminum storm windows, front and rear porches in good repair 
are the most noticeable evidence of sound maintenance. It+«seems 
likely that this sort of maintenance occurs only 
when owners are willing to commit money and energy to a neighbor- 
mes and as such,it is an indicaton of residence’ confi- 
dence in the future of a neighborhood. Extensive rehabilita- 
Mes sche tack of 4t mient/be interpre ecmieaceanindicator or 
the willingness of banks and other lending institutions to extend 


credit to an area. 
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Photographs 6 and 7 illustrate the types of improvements 
that have been made in two neighborhoods. Photograph 6 is an 
example of major rehabilitation, including new siding (notice the 
adjacent triple decker Hingis been boarded up prior to rehab). 


Photograph 7, on the other hand, is an example of small scale 


upgrading in the form of decorative siding on the first floor. 
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Photograph 8 illustrates ongoing maintenance in Jamaica Plain. 


Marmion St 


(5) The appearance of a neighborhood seems to correlate 
Meu tne relative stability of its population. The most stable 


triple decker neighborhoods are often part of active Catholic 
parishes. In some cases the church, serving as the social, re- 
ligious, and educational focus of a neighborhood, has counter- 
acted uneasiness about racial change, rising tax rates, 
deterioration of surrounding neighborhoods and other causes of 
fmstabllity. 
Negative Characteristics 

(1) Triple deckers on or near commercial arteries such as 


Dorchester Avenue, Blue Hill Avenue or Washington Street in 


OL; 


Dorchester seem more likely to be poorly maintained than identical 


buildings in other locations. Proximity to major thoroughfares 


brings noise and dirt from traffic, which evidently makes housing 


less desirable than similar units on residential streets. 
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(2) Triple deckers adjacent to abandoned buildings or 


areas seem to deteriorate faster than similar buildings elsewhere. 
Abandonment is frequently described as an infectious disease 
which spreads from one block to another. Although the exact 
dynamics of this process are unclear, it seems to feed upon 
itself. Once abandonment is visible nearby’. owners may become 
uneasy about the future of their een noenecd and bess: willing 

to invest in the upkeep of their buildings, particularly to make major 
investments. Banks and other lending institutions become un- 
willing to lend in the area. Owner occupants seize the chance 

to move to the suburbs, resulting in higher rates of absentee 
ownership and, we suspect, correspondingly lower levels of main- 
tenance. Abandonment of triple deckers can be observed in three 


quite different situations. The first and clearly worst example 


is multi -block abandonment such as exists in the area of Arbutus 


Street off Blue Hill Avenue in Dorchester (see Photograph Ge 
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Arbutus St, Mattapan 


a 


ow 


a 


* 4 oe he 
= Ant 0 aie a 


a8 ¥ 


| 
The second situation occurs when an individual triple decker 


has been abandoned in the midst of an otherwise sound neighbor- 
hood. In some cases, these buildings have been boarded up for 


later rehabilitation or demolition. (See Photograph 10). 
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Precnis action can be carried out guickly, damage to the surround- 
ing buildings might be minimal. However, if the abandoned building 
@eeneglected for any length of time, it is likely to be burned, 
as have many buildings in the Arbutus Street area, thereby 
negatively affecting other buildings. 

The third abandonment situation involves the abandonment 


of the ground floor store in mixed-use triple deckers, particularly 


those located on commercial arteries. Such commercial abandonment 


has touched off general deterioration of the building involved,eventual 


abandonment of the upstairs units, and general decay of the 


surrounding area. 
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It appears from field observations that triple deckers - 
and more particularly double triple deckers containing six 
units - are abandoned more readily than other types of residential 
buildings. It also appears that many people link the 
triple decker with the phenomenon of abandonment. It is of 
Cr1cal importance to investigate further the dynamics of 
abandonment in order to better understand the future of the 
neighborhoods dominated by triple decker. 

(3) For many of the same reasons that low density appears 
to lead to well maintained neighborhoods, dense construction of 
triple deckers - including minimal setback from the street, narrow 
Btrects, insufficient space for trees, lack of access to parks 
and open space - may all trigger deterioration of the housing 
Beocnm and neighborhood. Parts of South Boston, Pate oaen and 
Dorchester are good examples of this. However, it is important 
to note that this physical deterioration does not necessarily 
imply social deterioration. The area around Bellflower Street 
in Dorchester appears deteriorated to the outside observer, but 
it has one of the most stable concentrations of owner occupants 
in Dorchester, perhaps because of the cohesiveness of St. Mary's 
parish and the resident community of Polish ancestry. The condition 
pt building exteriors may not reflect the condition of their in- 
teriors, or it may indicate residents' preference to spend their 
income on items other than housing. (See Photograph on page Yo. 


(4) Lack of maintenance, including accumulation of rubbish 
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in back and side yards and on rear porches, may indicate a lack 
of interest or faith in the future of a community on the part 
of its residents and/or their inability to invest in and main- 
tain their property. In some cases, it may indicate that 
financial institutions are no longer willing to invest in an 
area or that absentee ownership is increasing. 

Speerinstability of the population, particularly as a result 
of racial change, seems to increase deterioration of triple 
deckers. This seems to be particularly true in areas which lack 
Sprouse social or public service institutions able to ease the 
Reena Of Shifting population. A direct result is high tenant 
turnover and loss of rental income due to vacancy. This, in 


turn, means that less income is available for building maintenance. 


These positive and negative characteristics, like the hypotheses 
Summarized earlier, are being investigated in greater depth in 
order to gain a deeper understanding of the future of the triple 


decker and the neighborhoods in which it is located. 
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FOOTNOTES 


Lloyd Rodwin, Housing and Economic Progress 
(Harvard University Press, 1961), p. 35. 


GReferred) toi heneat ver aa tRodwin eich ey. occ cw tee 
Robert Woods and Albert Kennedy, The Zone of 
Emergence (manuscript, 1905-1914; edited by 
Samuel B. Warner,1969), pp. 151-152(Referred 
Ieee diel 3.5 (WOOUS) lotr. cence yo Retest A cite’ se oisnete ce 
Samuel B. Warner, Streetcar Suburbs (Harvard 
University Press, 1962), p. 78 (Referred to 
hereafter as Warner) 
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_ MAP 6 


TRIPLE DECKER DISTRIBUTION 
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